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After a month of courtship and nest-building, two red-tailed hawks 

began patiently tending to three speckled eggs in April 2011. Given 

that red-tailed hawks are a common American species, the event 

would seem no more than a footnote in the rites of spring; but this 

nest happened to be on a 12th floor window ledge of NYU’s Bobst 

Library, overlooking Washington Square Park in Manhattan.

by orit avishai, melanie heath, and jennifer randles

Mikalea, a 27-year-old white woman, and David, 28, an African Amer-

ican man, had been together five years, and were raising a daughter 

from Mikalea’s previous marriage. They were expecting a son when 

they enrolled in a federally-funded relationship skills class for low-

income couples in California. 

Mikalea and David were excited about the baby and they antici-

pated staying together forever. However, neither was ready for 

marriage. They were living paycheck-to-paycheck, trying to finish 

college, and constantly fighting about money, especially since David 

had become unemployed and Mikalea discovered she was pregnant. 



35SUMMER 2012   contexts

Though the baby was unexpected, they were both excited 
about it. They both felt their relationship was emotionally and 
financially tenuous but were determined to make it work. 

The relationship skills classes didn’t change their views of 
marriage, which they believed was at least 10 years off—a mile-
stone they anticipated after their economic situation improved, 
AND THE TENSION IN THEIR RELATIONSHIP WAS REDUCED� 9ET THE CLASSES
TAUGHT THEM TO EMPATHIZE WITH ONE ANOTHER AND COMMUNICATE
better, and helped them understand that much of what they 
fought about was common to couples trying to raise a fam-
ily under similar socioeconomic circum-
stances. Mikalea enjoyed the classes so 
much and found them so helpful that she 
planned to become an instructor herself. 
2EmECTING ON WHAT SHE MOST APPRECIATED
about them, she said: “It shows people 
they’re not on their own.”

While Mikalea and David were learn-
ing how to be a better couple in California, in Oklahoma, Kathy, 
a 35-year-old African American mother of three, attended a 
relationship skills workshop as part of her training to receive 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF)—welfare 
BENElTS� ! HIGHSCHOOL DROPOUT� SHE HAD WORKED AT DOZENS
of low-end jobs and possessed few skills to obtain a job that 
would allow her to make ends meet. Still, she was happy to be 
single; in her experience, a man can get in the way of moving 
forward because, she says, “most men are just dogs!” While at 
first she was wary of the workshop, and thought the class was 
just about marriage, she was pleasantly surprised to learn that 
the skills could be used to build better relationships with “your 
kids or your grandparents or anybody.” 

The classes Mikalea, David, and Kathy attended were part 
of a nationwide, government-funded marriage promotion and 
education program, an anti-poverty policy that emerged in the 
1990s. Based on the philosophy that single parenthood is a 
cause of poverty, its proponents argue that strengthening mar-
riage, along with work requirements, reduces poverty. These 
policies are a product of the 1996 welfare reform bill—the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act—which promoted job preparation, work, and marriage as 
a way of ending dependence on government benefits. 

Federal marriage promotion programs gained prominence 
as social policy under the George W. Bush Administration. The 
federal Healthy Marriage Initiative (HMI) created a patchwork 
of funding that added up to about $200 million, and the 2005 
welfare legislation included $500 million earmarked for mar-
riage programs over five years. In 2011, Congress approved 
$75 million of President Obama’s proposed Fatherhood, Mar-
riage, and Family Innovation Fund. Some states have also used 
portions of their TANF grants for marriage promotion activities.

But marriage promotion policy is controversial. Advocates 
argue that marriage is a social good that leads to lower poverty 

rates for married adults and their children, and superior social, 
economic, academic, and health outcomes for children who 
grow up with their biological, married parents—compared with 
the children of unwed or divorced couples. Skeptics contend 
that marriage promotion obscures the structural causes of pov-
erty—lack of education and stable, decent-paying jobs—and 
diverts funds from programs that directly benefit poor families, 
such as cash assistance or work supports.

Mikalea and David were targeted by marriage promotion 
policies because they are a “fragile family,” defined as a low-

income, unmarried couple with one or more children. As such, 
they face a greater risk of family instability and economic inse-
curity than couples who have children after marriage. While 
fragile families, as well as single women like Kathy who rely 
on welfare, are the primary constituents of marriage education 
programs, existing research offers little support for the claim 
that such programs can effectively address poverty. 

Nine years ago, sociologist Andrew Cherlin, writing in 
these pages, predicted as much, arguing that marriage edu-
cation is driven by ideology rather than by social science. The 
recent recommitment of funds at the state and 
federal levels means that marriage and rela-
tionship education has become entrenched 
public policy.

But what does marriage education 
actually mean for people like Mikalea, 
David, and Kathy? 

relationship science
Marriage education 

is founded on the belief 
that relationship suc-
cess is rooted in indi-
vidual skills and 
couple dynamics, 
and that couples 
can learn specific 
skills to help them stay 
together. These ideas are 
informed by a burgeoning 
science of relationships in 
psychology, sociol-
ogy, and communi-
cation studies. 
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Marriage promotion is controversial. Advocates 
argue it leads to lower poverty rates. Skeptics 
contend that it obscures the structural causes 
of poverty.
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As evidence mounted in the field of relationship science in 
the 1990s that marriage failure or success hinges on predictable 
patterns of interpersonal interactions, relationship experts began 
to translate this knowledge into teachable skills. Some skills, 
such as not rolling one’s eyes during an argument, are relatively 
easy to learn; others, such as achieving what relationship guru 
John Gottman calls the 5 to 1 ratio between positive and nega-
tive behaviors during arguments, are more difficult to master. 

In Oklahoma City, Angel and Emily, who have been mar-
ried seven years and have a toddler, arrived at a class spon-
sored by the state’s marriage initiative. For two consecutive 
Saturdays, they and another couple learned rules for handling 
CONmICT AND COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUES� 4HEY WATCHED VIDEOS
of couples fighting over issues like whether to add laundry 
detergent before or after the dirty clothes, and they practiced 
communication skills to resolve such disputes. 

Exercises such as these are based on a deceptively simple 
premise: that having a healthy marriage is something one can 
learn; and that people who receive the information, practice 
the skills, and develop the attributes known to be linked to 
healthy marriages will be able to achieve marital bliss, regard-
less of social and economic constraints. That is, relationship 
education is based on the logic that it is not what a couple 
fights about that matters, but rather how they fight. 

Theresa and Sandy who led the workshop in Oklahoma 
City offered examples of problems with communication, such 
as when men want to fix things and women just want to be 
heard. Sandy told us that when she lost a spreadsheet on her 
computer at work, her husband advised her to get a better 
computer. This wasn’t what she 
wanted to hear; she just wanted 
sympathy. Emily, a lawyer, could 
relate. She disclosed how she 
would call Angel from work to 
complain about a client, and he 
would not offer very useful advice. 
She wanted him to listen to her 
frustrations rather than offer 
solutions—a typical relationship 
dynamic that many relationship 
classes address by teaching partici-
pants active listening techniques. 

Low-income parents like 
Mikalea, David, and Kathy were 
taught the same types of com-
munication and problem solving 
SKILLS AS !NGEL AND %MILY� 9ET� THEIR
economic and social circumstances 
couldn’t be more different. Angel 
and Emily are white, middle class, 
college-educated, and had their 
child after they married—all factors 

associated with marital success—while Mikalea and David, an 
interracial “fragile” family, and Kathy, an African American sin-
gle parent, have experienced persistent economic and family 
instability over their lifetimes. 

While marriage education can help some couples enjoy 
better marriages, there is little evidence that promoting bet-
ter marriages can alleviate poverty. Our research points to two 
key reasons why marriage education is failing as welfare policy: 
it does not address the structural and economic foundations 
of poverty, and does not always serve low-income individuals, 
who are less likely to marry. 

money management for the poor
Since getting people like Mikalea and David in the door 

of marriage education classes is not an easy task, a significant 
portion of the program’s money is used to encourage partici-
pation. Low-income couples receive free childcare, a $10 per 
class transportation stipend, and catered hot meals. They also 
receive a $100 “graduation stipend” after attending 14 hours 
of classes. Though this worked out to less than four dollars 
per hour per person, the money was significant for Mikalea 
and David, and for other participants who are unemployed and 
in debt. Programs that target low-income couples report that 
they spend around $500 per couple in direct costs. 

Advocates of marriage education argue that it is money 
well spent; marriage education is less expensive than the social 
COSTS OF FAMILY DISSOLUTION� 9ET THERE IS LITTLE EVIDENCE THAT SUCH
programs alleviate poverty. In fact, studies of marriage education 
efficacy have never attempted to evaluate the causal relationship 

between marriage education and 
poverty rates, focusing instead 
on evaluating communication 
and couple satisfaction—ignor-
ing the structural and economic 
foundations of poverty, and the 
demographics of marriage and 
divorce. 

The program Mikalea and 
David participated in, which we 
call “Thriving Families,” focused 
on the teaching of two main 
types of skills: communica-
tion and money management. 
The communication skills units 
taught them how to become 
active and empathic communi-
CATORS AND CONmICT RESOLVERS� 4HE
financial skills unit focused on 
how couples could manage their 
money more effectively by bud-
geting, cutting expenses, and 
aligning their spending habits 
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with their values.
This mismatch between the philosophy of marriage educa-

tion as an anti-poverty measure and the lived experience of pov-
ERTY WAS REmECTED IN INTERVIEWS WITH 4HRIVING &AMILIES COUPLES�
Participants said while they appreciated the information they 
received, the financial tips were minimally helpful because they 
had little money to manage. 

As Josh, an 18-year-old white participant said, the infor-
mation about “money would have been much more helpful 
if we had any.” The problem for Josh and his fiancée, Sarah, 
17-years-old and white—a view echoed by many Thriving Fam-
ilies couples—was that the little money they had could only be 
STRETCHED SO FAR� *OSH�S FRUSTRATION POINTS TO A SIGNIlCANT mAW IN
the logic of using skills-based approaches 
to address poverty: it presumes that 
unmarried parents’ economic challenges 
are largely behavioral, and ignores the 
socio-structural underpinnings of those 
challenges.

Recent research from the Pew Foun-
dation, an independent research institute, has recently shown 
that educated, middle-class women and men like Emily and 
Angel are more likely to get and stay (happily) married than 
poor and low-income Americans like Mikaela and David. The 
most important predictors of marriage and divorce are not 
whether an individual has mastered good communication skills, 
but whether he or she has a stable job and a college degree. 

)N OTHER WORDS� CONmICTS OVER WHO DOES THE LAUNDRY ARE
VERY DIFFERENT FROM CONmICTS OVER HOW TO STRETCH A WELFARE
CHECK� 9ET SUCH DISTINCTIONS DO NOT OFTEN lGURE INTO MARRIAGE
education—at least not in the version conceived by the Bush 
Administration.

middle-class problems
In April 2004, thirty couples attended the Sweethearts 

Weekend in Oklahoma to learn how to strengthen their mar-
riages. The couples were relatively privileged: they had their 
own transportation, childcare, and the time to attend the free 
workshop. 

Larry and Nancy, the facilitators, used the PREP (Prevention 

and Relationship Enhancement Program) curriculum, one of 
the most popular and profitable programs, developed in the 
1980s by Denver University psychologists. The curriculum is 
peppered with examples of couples negotiating middle-class 
concerns. Larry tells them, “if you have kids, you’ve always got 
SPORTS GOING ON�v AND DESCRIBES THE CONmICTS HE AND HIS WIFE
had over who would chauffeur the kids to their games. 

Audience members shared their experiences of the ways 
these commitments place stress on middle-class families. 
Working class and poor families’ stressors, which are largely 
rooted in economic instability, were never mentioned. (In 2006, 
the creators of PREP designed a new version of the curriculum, 
intended to better address the needs of low-income couples).

In Florida, Sam and Janet, a middle class African American 
couple who led a weekend relationship retreat for distressed 
couples, demonstrated to the class a communication skill. “The 
daily temperature reading,” a tool developed by psychologist 
6IRGINIA 3ATIR� ENCOURAGES COUPLES TO TOUCH BASE DAILY BY GOING
through a structured monologue during which spouses take 
turns sharing appreciations, wishes, hopes, and dreams, new 
INFORMATION� PUZZLES� COMPLAINTS� AND REQUESTS FOR CHANGE� 4HE
listener is not allowed to interrupt while the other is speaking. 
Janet’s complaint to her husband was about his habit of clean-
ING OUT HER CAR�A LATE MODEL 356�EVERY TIME HE BORROWED
it. When his turn came, Sam said that he only borrows the car 
when he goes golfing with his buddies, and the mess embar-
rasses him.

As these examples suggest, marriage education fails to 
achieve its intended goals because it largely draws and caters 
to middle-class audiences. By focusing on disputes over laundry 
and eye-rolling, it fails to address the challenges facing disad-
vantaged couples, and the toll financial strain takes on their 
daily lives. Many programs funded through the 2005 welfare 

The financial tips couples received were 
minimally helpful because they had little money 
to manage.

C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 C
am

pa
ig

n 
fo

r 
O

ur
 C

hi
ld

re
n



38 contexts.org

legislation have not followed the original 
intention to serve needy populations. 
Our analysis of federal 
grantees suggests 
that the majority of 
funded programs fail 
to target low-income 
and poor couples. Many 
programs use their grants to fund a range of 
ACTIVITIES� INCLUDING HEAVILY SUBSIDIZED OR FREE WORK-
shops, or couples retreats in luxurious locations, which 
often include catered meals and free tours.

)N EMPHASIZING THE GOAL OF STRENGTHENING MARRIAGE� SUCH
programs tend to serve relatively privileged couples like Angel 
and Emily, redistributing welfare money away from those who 
need it most. 

a better strategy
Though it may be well-intentioned, marriage promotion 

and education programs do not alleviate poverty. Rather than 
targeting poor Americans, most programs serve the “general 

public.” But even when they target the poor, by focusing on 
skills, such programs ignore the roots of the problem. Social 
and economic advantages matter more for marriage success 
than knowing how to de-escalate a heated argument. 

Nevertheless, the low-income couples and individuals we 
interviewed found relationship skills classes helpful. Even though 
THEY RARELY INmUENCED THEIR VIEWS ABOUT MARRIAGE� THEY HAD A
positive impact on participants’ relationships, they believed. 

Attending the classes taught David and Mikalea to solve 
problems cooperatively, they said. Others spoke of learning 
skills that would help them to better communicate with sig-
nificant people in their lives. Kathy, the single African Ameri-
can mother of three, said the skills “can help you with a lot 
of things. Not just with relationships with your partner, your 
friend, your teacher, but with the outside world—period.” 

%VEN AS THEY EMPHASIZED PERSONAL SOLUTIONS� THE CLASSES
offered participants a structural context for interpreting their 
seemingly personal problems. They helped David, in his words, 
“understand that we’re not the only ones going through these 
problems…almost everyone in the class had the exact same 
problems, especially with money.” They helped parents under-
stand that many struggles were not the product of personal 
shortcomings, but were often the direct result of trying to keep 
a family together while in poverty. 

As sociologists Paula England and Kathy Edin have argued, 
low-income couples face many economic and social barriers to 

creating and maintaining stable marriages. Challenges 
with co-parenting, higher emotional standards for 

marriage, and low relationship quality, com-
bined with struggles over employment, 

low earnings, and the stress of eco-
nomic deprivation, impede mar-
riage and marital instability among 
low-income couples. But relation-
ship classes alone are insufficient 

interventions. The Obama admin-
ISTRATION HAS RECOGNIZED THAT FAMILY

and economic stability are linked; recent 
GRANTS EMPHASIZE HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS RATHER THAN MARRIAGE�
and they view relationship skills in relation to a broader range 
of services, including employment assistance. This indicates a 
new, more positive direction in marriage promotion policy.

Scholars and policymakers across the political spectrum 
tend to agree that anti-poverty policy should support family-
formation goals, and encourage parents to create secure fami-
lies for children. Relationship skills education can support this 
GOAL BY RECOGNIZING THE CONNECTION BETWEEN FAMILY AND ECO-

nomic security. This is especially important 
for low-income parents under financial 
stress who have limited access to coun-
seling services. Time will tell if the policy 
direction taken by the Obama administra-
tion is a step in this direction.
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Social and economic advantages matter more 
than knowing how to de-escalate heated 
arguments.
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